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Women in Accounting
A Profile of Women Accountants — 1988
By Elise G. Jancura
Both the American Woman’s 
Society of Certified Public 
Accountants (AWSCPA) and the 
American Society of Women 
Accountants (ASWA) have always 
received many requests for 
information about women 
accountants and the professional 
status of the societies’ members. In 
order to respond to these requests, 
both societies wished to develop 
reliable profiles of their members, 
including their professional, 
educational, and personal status. 
Since 1976, AWSCPA and ASWA 
have jointly authorized periodic 
surveys of the memberships of the 
two societies. These surveys have 
been completed in 1977, 1979, 1981, 
1983, 1985, and 1988. The number 
of responses has grown from 2,202 
responses in the first joint survey 
[Jancura, 1977, pp. 8-12], to 4,878 
responses in the 1988 survey. An 
earlier survey was conducted in 
1973, but it included AWSCPA 
members only. In 1976, the decision 
was made to expand the survey to 
include both AWSCPA and ASWA 
because it was felt that a joint 
survey would provide a broader 
and more realistic profile of women 
accountants.
Information about members is an 
invaluable tool to the societies for 
planning professional development 
activities and also is a reliable 
source of data for government 
agencies, for potential entrants to 
the profession, and for other 
interested groups regarding the 
position of women in accounting.
Employment Patterns
In the 1988 results, 91% of the 
respondents were either self­
employed or full-time employees. 
This represents a slight increase 
from the 89.2% reflected in the 1977 
survey. The biggest change in 
employment status occurred in the 
self-employed and full-time 
employees groups. The self­
employed group increased from 
12% in 1977 to 17.2% in 1988, while 
the full-time employees group 
decreased from 77% to 73.8%. The 
number employed part-time also
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increased from 3.7% to 4.3%. 
Exhibit 1 summarizes the 
employment status of the 
respondents.
Exhibit 2 provides a distribution 
by type of employment. By far, the 
largest group, 49.1%, works in 
public accounting. This represents 
a slight increase over the 1977 
percentage of women reporting 
employment in public accounting. 
The next largest group includes 
those who work for all other 





Employed Full-Time 77.0% 73.8%
Employed Part-Time 3.7% 4.3%
Retired 2.8% 2.6%





Public Accounting 45.8% 49.1%
Education 5.6% 4.9%
Government 9.9% 6.6%
Business and Private 
Non-Profit Inst. 37.1% 36.1%
Unreported 1.6% 3.3%
100.0% 100.0%
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organizations other than those in 
education.
Exhibit 3 shows how employment 
in public accounting is distributed 
by type of firm. Local firms have 
the largest share with 42.9% of the 
public accounting employees. 
Individual practices represent 25% 
of the group, with employment by 
the large international/national 
firms following closely at 24%.
EXHIBIT 3 
Distribution of Employment 









Other and Unreported 2.3%
The number of years of full-time 
work experience of those currently 
employed full-time by others or 
self-employed is summarized in 
Exhibit 4. As shown, the majority 
of those in this group have over five 
years of work experience.
Levels of Responsibility 
and Compensation
Exhibit 5 shows that in 1988, 
64.2% of the self-employed and 
74.7% of those employed full-time 
by others have supervisory 
responsibility, as compared to 
66.5% and 64.3%, respectively, in 
1977. Most of the respondents 
supervise less than ten people, as 
was also the case in 1977. The 
relative stability of supervisory 
responsibilities for the self­
EXHIBIT 4
Years of Full-Time Employment Experience
1988






2 Years or less 1.2% 6.6% 5.9%
3-5 Years 8.7% 20.7% 18.1%
6-9 Years 22.2% 26.6% 25.2%
10-14 Years 24.8% 22.3% 22.1%
15-19 Years 17.4% 10.1% 10.8%
20 Years or over 25.7% 13.7% 17.9%
employed could be expected, given 
that many in this category have a 
limited number of employees. 
However, the increase in the 
supervisory responsibility of those 
employed full-time by others shows 
an encouraging trend towards 
greater responsibility, which 
suggests that women are beginning 
to move up the management 
ladder.
Exhibit 6 summarizes the levels 
of managerial/policy-making 
responsibilities for those employed 
full-time in fields other than 
education. This exhibit is 
categorized by the nature of the 
responsibility rather than by the 

























Exhibit 5. The total number of 
respondents employed full-time by 
others who have managerial/policy- 
making responsibilities has grown 
to 67.6% in 1988 compared to the 
53.3% reported in 1977. The 
business and private non-profit 
category continues to show the 
largest percentage of managerial 
responsibilities for women.
However, the public accounting 
field has shown a significant 
change since 1977. In 1988, the 
percentage of partners has grown 
to 15% from 2.7% in 1977, and the 
non-supervisory percentage has 
dropped to 26.6% from the 62.6% in 
1977.
Annual compensation levels of all 
8/The Woman CPA, October 1988
respondents, including those 
employees considered part-time, 
retired, unemployed, and on leave, 
is summarized in Exhibit 7. As 
would be expected, compensation 
levels have risen substantially. In 
1977, over 50% earned less than 
$15,000. In 1988, over 75% earned
more than $25,000 and over 21% 
earned $50,000 or more. Because 
the inclusion of the retired, 














Total in Public Accounting 100.0% 100.0%
Government
Policy-Making 3.1% 1.6%
Agency Head 2.0% 1.3%
Department Head 8.1% 12.9%
Program Manager 14.7% 12.9%





Total in Government 100.0% 100.0%








Total in Business 100.0% 100.0%











$15,000 - $19,999 5.2%
$20,000 - $24,999 11.9%
$25,000 - $29,999 14.7%
$30,000 - $39,999 24.8%
$40,000 - $49,999 15.1%
$50,000 - $59,999 8.2%
$60,000 - $74,999 5.1%
$75,000 - $99,999 2.9%




Annual Compensation from Current 





$20,000 - $29,999 
$30,000 - $39,999 
$40,000 - $49,999 
$50,000 - $59,999 
$60,000 - $74,999 
$75,000 - $99,999 
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the compensation levels, Exhibit 8 
focuses on the compensation levels 
for only self-employed and full-time 
employees. Fifty-eight percent of 
full-time employees and 47.3% of 
the self-employed had 
compensation levels of $20,000- 
$49,999. While full-time employees 
had only 5.2% below $20,000, self­
employed had 23.7% at that level.
Personal Characteristics
The distribution of respondents 
by age, as shown in Exhibit 9, 
reveals a younger group in 1988. 
(In 1977, 54% of those surveyed 
were under 40; by 1988, that group 
represented 60.3%.) Of those taking 
part in the 1988 survey, 64% were 
married, 19% had never been 
married, 3% were widowed, and 
13.4% were divorced/separated. 
Over 48% of the respondents had no 
children, 38% had one or two 
children, and 13% had more than 
two children. It would appear that 
family responsibilities have not 
prevented women from pursuing 













Exhibit 12 summarizes the 
reasons given for choosing 
accounting as a profession. The 
professional and intellectual 
challenge of the field, cited by 
55.3% of the respondents, was by 
far the most frequently given 
reason. The second most popular 
reason, with a response rate of 
28.4%, was “available 
opportunities.” These bases for 
choosing accounting as a career are 
basically unchanged from those in 
1977.
The racial and ethnic 
background of respondents is 
shown in Exhibit 13. As expected, 
the percentages in groups other 
than Caucasian are very small. 
Although the percentage of women
EXHIBIT 11 









More than Five Children 0.7%
Unreported 0.8%
from minority groups is currently 
small, the societies hope that 
women from minority groups will 
enter the field of accounting and 




In 1988, over 72% of the 
respondents had passed the CPA 
exam. Almost 4% of the 
respondents were IRS Enrolled 
Agents. About 4% of the 
respondents held professional
1977 1988


















Parental Influence 3.0% 3.2%
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EXHIBIT 13 











certifications other than THE CPA 
certificate. Exhibit 14 shows the 
distribution of professional 
credentials. Exhibit 15 shows that 
approximately 62% of the 
respondents passed the CPA exam 
by age 30. This is a continuation of 
the trend of taking the CPA exam 
shortly after graduation from 
college.
Conclusion
The 1988 survey presents a 
profile of women accountants who 
are well-educated, career-oriented, 
professionally prepared 
individuals. Many have married 
and have had children without 
changing careers. Increasing 
numbers are assuming supervisory 
and managerial responsibilities. 
The women who responded to the 
current survey are serious 
professionals who are well 
prepared to take advantage of 
















IRS Enrolled Agent 3.9%
EXHIBIT 16
Level of Educational Achievement
1977 1988
Less than High School 0.4% 0.0%
High School Graduate 5.2% 1.2%
Attended College — No Degree 19.2% 8.4%
Associate Degree 5.0% 3.1%
Baccalaureate Degree 52.5% 66.5%
Master’s Degree 13.2% 18.4%
Doctorate 1.3% 1.4%




Age When Passed 
CPA Exam 
1988








55 and Over 0.4%
Unreported 3.0%
100.0%
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